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11 P: Preposition 


Prepositions are a kind of function word. The following three syntactic 
characteristics are the typical criteria for prepositions: 


(i) A preposition must introduce an argument, and this argument cannot be 
omitted.! 
(ii) A preposition cannot serve as the head of a verb. 
Gii) A preposition is not used in any aspect.? 


These criteria will be further elaborated below. 


11.1 Syntactic Characteristics of Prepositions 


The function of a preposition is to introduce an argument. A prepositional phrase 
(i.e. ‘preposition + argument (+ other elements)’) generally precedes the main 
verb, as shown in (311a,b). Only a few prepositions can occur after the verb, as in 


(311b,c). 

(311) (a) 
(b) 
(c) 
(d) 


SK FA E = He 
jinitian2 wo3men0 zai4 san3 louz Kail hud 
today we at third.floor have.a.meeting 

“We will have a meeting on the third floor today.’ 

fh Z E Re ARTE 

tal chen4 ci3 jilhui4 da4fallao2saol 

he take.advantage.of this opportunity grumble 

‘He took advantage of this opportunity to grumble.’ 
Eli me JS FF E BR E 
lao3shil xie3 le0 zi4 zai4 heilban3 shang4 
teacher write ASP character at blackboard on 

‘The teacher wrote some words on the blackboard.’ 
ji ME KẸ BU TL ii 

zhe4 banl huo3chel kailwang3 jialyi4 

this CLS train drive to Jiayi 

‘This train goes to Jiayi.’ 
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In a sentence, a prepositional phrase can modify the verb or the whole sentence, 
specifying the time, the place, the tool, and so forth. The prepositional phrases in 
(311) are all modifiers. A prepositional phrase can also introduce the obligatory 
argument of a verb.* Some examples are as follows. The preposition #% bei4 in 
(312a) is an agent marker, while the preposition #{ ba3 in (312b) is a theme 


marker. 


(312) (a) 


(b) 


SH 


Balt cat E AE W 
zui4jin4 chang2chang2 falshengl hai2tong2 bei4 
ÆA we KW 3 
mo4shenglren2 dai4zou3 de0 shi4 

recently often happen kid BEI stranger take.away DE thing 
‘Recently many kids have been taken away by strangers.’ 

KA AEE E N B WW M D 
da4ren2 zong3shi4 ba3 shuol guo4 de0 hua4 wang4 
T. 

le0 

adult always BA say ASP DE word forget ASP 

‘Adults always forget what they said.’ 


Up) 


D 
He 


Some prepositions, like H TE zi4cong2 in (313), have only one function. 
However, most prepositions, like TE cong2 in (314), are multifunctional. The 
argument introduced by a multifunctional preposition determines the semantic 
role of the prepositional phrase (Chen et al. 1989). 


(313) (a) 


(b) 


(time) 

FE Sl WH Jk Hn FA BS 
xue2shengl zi4cong2 si4yue4 di3 ziddong4  liu2xiao4 
we Shek 

fu4xi2 gonglke4 


student since April end voluntarily stay school review schoolwork 
‘Since April, the students have been staying at school voluntarily to 
review their schoolwork.’ 


(time) 

zS A Hie RIN ER B, WE 
tai2wanl zi4cong2 jinglji4 qi3feil houd, wu4zhi2 
HEW Cc € RE ED 


shenglhuo2 yi3 huo4 chang2zu2 jin4bu4 

Taiwan since economy take.off after material life already get 
considerably progress 

‘Since the economy in Taiwan took off, (people’s) material life has 
improved considerably.’ 
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(314) (a) (time) 


Hi 


ja H > E % tH = 

zhe4 xiang4 fa3ling4 yi3 cong2 qilyue4 yilri4 qi3 
wu 

shi2shil 


this CLS law already since July first from put.into.practice 


‘This law was already put into practice on July 1.’ 
(b) (location) 


16 R OTHE PEF a 
zhe4 jia4 banljil cong2 tao2yuan2 jilchang3 
FRE ASH IRE] Juki iE 
yu4ding4 ben3di4 shi2jianl jiu3dian3 zheng4 
H Hp 

mu4di4di4 


iD AR, 
qi3feil, 
dao4da2 


this CLS flight from Taoyuan airport take.off schedule local.time 


nine. o’clock on.the.dot arrive destination 


‘This flight took off from Taoyuan Airport, and it was scheduled to 


arrive at its destination at nine o’clock on the dot.’ 
(c) (condition) 


she AR TE REL iw) 


you4jiao4 ren2yuan2 cong2 you2xi4 huo2dong4 zhongl 


Wee nE IPFA 
qi3fal er2tong2 qian2neng2 


preschool personnel from game activity middle develop child 


potential 


‘Preschool teachers develop children’s potential through games and 


activities.’ 
(d) (topic) 


TE E IS i RA, h 
cong2 shi4shi2 ceng2mian4 lai2kan4, zhongl 
= By AEE THH TD 


sanl guo2 jinglji4 xianglhu4 yillai4 


H # 


ri4 mei3 


from fact aspect in.term.of China Japan U.S. three country mutually 


depend. 


‘As far as the facts are concerned, China, Japan, and U.S. mutually 


depend on each other.’ 


11.2 Principles of Analysis 


Because most prepositions in modern Chinese stem from verbs, some of them 
retain verbal sense. Consider the following sentences: TT zai4 and HH yong4 
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function as verbs in the (315a) and (316a) sentences, while they function as 
prepositions in the (315b) and (316b) sentences. 


(315) (a) fh SKR EZ 


tal jinltianl zai4jial 
he today at.home 
‘He is at home today.’ 
(b) fh E FR TZ B 
ta3 zai4 xue2xiao4_ chil fan4 
he at school have.a.meal 
‘He has a meal at school.’ 


(316) (a) HX 


qing3 yong4cha2 
please use.tea 
‘Please drink tea.’ 

O R H HF i ee IS 
wo3 yong4 shualzi0 shual chul  se4cai3 
I with brush brush.out color 
‘I paint colors with a brush.’ 


Prepositions form a closed class. The following exhaustively lists all the 
prepositions in Chinese and classifies them according to their syntactic behaviors 
and semantic roles. 


POL 


P02 


P03 
P04 
P05 
P06 


P07 
PUR 
P09 
P10 
P11 
P12 


7K cheng2, # rang4, 22 meng2, 7k 3% cheng2meng2, Ay shenlwei4 
agent 

Hë bei4, ZZ shou4, HU jiao4, A wei4, #5 bei4shou4, {73 bei4shou4, 
IRZ shen1shou4 agent, causer, experiencer. 

75 wei4 benefactor, reason 

4 gei3 agent, benefactor, causer, goal, imperative, target, theme 

157 ail agent, location, standard 

you2, tH gai3you2 agent, causer, condition, location, theme, time, 
topic 

TH ba3, if jiang1 goal, theme, experiencer 

 na2 instrument, manner, theme, topic 

$ guan3, TC DL you2yi3 theme 

VE zuo4, tH zuo4 range 

LX yi3 goal, instrument, manner, reason, topic 

| TE zidcong2 time 
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P13 


P14 
P15 
P16 
P17 
P18 


P19 
P20 
P21 
P22 
P23 


P24 
P25 
P26 


P27 
P28 
P29 


P30 
P31 
P32 
P33 
P34 
P35 
P36 
P37 
P38 


P39 
P40 
P41 
P42 


P43 
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Æ deng3, IE % zheng4dangl, i feng2, fifi lin2, 2 gan3, TZ CE) 
chen4(zhe0), W (4) cheng4(zhe0), bH 2!) lin2dao4, hii lin2jin4, $$ 
75 mei3feng2, {Hf zhi2, HE yan2zhi4, E£ chi2zhi4, WMA jie2zhi4, fF 
dai4, {£ si4, TT liu2dai4 time 

A you3 comparison, range, time 

PEBE ju4li2, af 1i2, FE ju4 condition, location, time 

H () dangl(zhe0) condition, location, time 

4) HE da3cong2, TT da3 location, time 

HLS zhi2dao4, X qi4, 3% 9) deng3dao4, H: Z bi3ji2, KA ji2zhi4, FF 
41) daildao4 condition, location, time 

TE cong2 condition, location, time, topic 

wt jiu4 location, topic 

TE zai4 condition, goal, location, theme, time, topic 

Œ ji4 time 

F yu2, ÑA yu2 comparison, condition, goal, location, source, target, 
theme, time 

#4 G#) yan2(zhe0) location, standard 

NÄ (Z) shun4(zhe0),, TP (3#) xun2(zhe0) location, standard 

% jingl, % H jinglyou2, 19 jinglguo4 condition, instrument, 
location, manner 

TE (54) kao(zhe0) instrument, location, theme 

{Eq jia3, 7 yi3 instrument, location, manner 

il (G4) ying2(zheO), %2 (4¥) wang4(zheO), HH (54) chao2(zhe0) goal, 
target 

TE wang3 goal, target 

STR zhenldui4, #} dui4 goal, target, topic 

WIS dui4yu2, WF dui4yu2 target, topic 

[A] wun4 goal, target 

fj chong4zhe0 reason, target 

Ed yu3, [A] tong2, NU hand companion, comparison, goal, manner, target 
TC dai4 benefactor 

tid, 2 _bang4 benefactor, goal, theme 


ZP (4%) jie4you2(zhed), %8 k (G¥) ping2yil(zheO), 2 725 (GF) 
ping2jie4(zhe0), #& (F) ping2(zheO), 4t (G¥) zhang4(zheO), #% (54) 


jie4(zhe0) instrument, manner 

7 yong4, ii tou4guo4 instrument, manner 

FEW jilyu2, HEF jiyu2 topic 

AZJA zhidyu2, BF zhi4yu2, Ra IZ guanlyu2, fA guanlyu2 goal, 
theme, topic 

TK (G) yil(zhe0), TZ (G) an4(zheO), "3 (3#) zhao4(zhe0) standard, 
topic 

RIR yilju4, TK HG yilzhao4, TZ HG an4zhao4, J% ju4, Hed genlju4, J% 
LA ju4yi3 standard, topic 


— 
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P44 IY a fang3zhao4, LL He bi3zhao4, AS 34 ben3zhe0, TZ yuan2, Į% Ha 
yuan2zhao4, TTP yilxun2 standard 

P45 X% zhu2, ii lun4 standard 

P46 TREID mei3ge2, tht shi4 standard 

P47 {I ru2 apposition, comparison, manner, standard 

P48 {Lh si4, AU you3ru2, #440 you2ru2, Hia) ru2tong2, — 40 yi4ru2, — 

W yi2si4, #447 you2ruo4, {RAN xiang4si4 comparison, manner 

P49 FIN xiang] dui4yu2, 744% F xiangljiaodyu2, A budji2, EÉ bi3, 

G jiao4, EERE bi3qi3, BEZ jiao4zhil, FHM xiangljiao4yu2, AAAI 

iang|dui4yu2, 4% xiang4jiao4 comparison 

P50 BR chu2, BRT chu2le0, BRA chu2qu4, REA chu2kail exclusion 

P51 Ë lian2, XËJE] lian2tong?2 inclusion 

P52 IE ying] reason 

P53 8 tu2jing! location 

P54 EEUN bidru2, LEAN bi3ru2shuo1, 2 H pi4ru2, “Une pi4ru2shuol, LE 
FF bi3fangl, LE Ay at bi3fang|shuol, i) Ui li4ru2, Ia hn SN li4ru2shuol, 
RAUN zhulru2, Hil 1i4, pa UA zhulru2shuol apposition 

P55 1% xiangl apposition, comparison, manner 

P56 F GË) bing3(zhe0) manner 

P57 fi guil agent, source 

P58 fii (4) sui2(zheO) standard 

P59 zi4 condition, location, source, time, topic 

P60 id zaol, Hit zaolshou4 agent, causer 

P61 #4 zhi4, #! dao4 condition, location, time, goal 

P62 |r) (4%) xiang4(zhe0) goal, source, target 

P63 N genl companion, comparison, goal, manner, source, target, theme 

P64 Tia xie2tong2, BEE] sui2tong2, {f xie2, 18E] xie2tong2 companion 

P65 [ij ge2 location, time 

P66 7 wei4 agent, range, source, causer, theme, goal. 


>< 


Notes 


1 An important characteristic in Chinese is that a preposition never occurs without an 
argument. The preposition #% bei4, which is used to introduce the agent, is a special 
case. Sometimes bei4 does not introduce the agent but is immediately followed by the 
verb. There are two ways to deal with this issue. The first is by sticking to the criteria 
for prepositions and treating bei4 in ‘bei4 + VP’ as a passive verbal prefix rather than 
as a preposition. The second is by treating bei4 in ‘bei4 + VP’ as an agent-marking 
preposition. Then bei4, whose argument can be omitted, is the only exception in the 
category of prepositions. The latter is adopted in the Sinica Corpus. 

2 Prepositions cannot take aspect markers, such as the perfective marker J le0, the 
experiential marker i# guo4, and the progressive marker Z zhe0. Some compound 
prepositions such as 723 T wei4le0 ‘in order to’ and i3 chong4zhe0 ‘considering’ 
contain an aspect morpheme, but these morphemes do not bear aspectual meanings. 

3 The role of apposition is different from other semantic roles. Prepositions (e.g. ‘il Hl 
li4ru2 ‘such as’) taking this role introduce appositives related to the preceding sentence. 
Here is an example: 
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(317) iy H it. HERR, fala: FER, T, 
yun4dong4 you3yi4 jian4kangl, li4ru2: da3qiu2, yu2yong3, 
BE 3 


man4pao3 deng3 

exercise benefit health such.as play.ball swim jog etc. 

‘Exercising such as playing ball, swimming, jogging, and so on is good for 
health.’ 


The three items TT Pk da3qiu2, HFK you2yong2, t= HR man4pao3 are considered to be 
the appositives of 14/4) yun4dong4. 


